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Abstract 
The transboundaryriver basin of the Usumacinta is facing a growing number of environmental and socioeconomic 
changes in recent years. Regarding the wealth of natural resources it contains, this watershed has a high development 
potential. However, the local populations remain among the poorest in Mexico and Guatemala and furthermore their 
lives are profoundly weakened by environmental degradation. Being excluded from any development intervention, 
the local communities have chosen the path of mobilization to ensure themselves better living conditions and call 
attention to the natural and cultural heritage of the Usumacinta river basin. Social perceptions of environmental 
change and expectations of local people in terms of local development are examined by using mixed methods. The 
results highlight the failure of the traditional approaches of conservation and local development. This article puts 
forth a reconsidered concept of sustainable development by taking into account the dimension of culture and makes 
an effort of contextualization to address the socio-economic and environmental problems. 
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1. Introduction 
Shared between Mexico, Guatemala and Belize, the transboundary basin of the Usumacinta covers an 
area of 73 076 km2 (Kauffer, 2008), making it the largest basin in Central America. Both historical, 
natural and cultural wealth mark this geographical region as a standpoint. The “Maya Forest, which is 
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located at the heart of the basin of the Usumacinta, concentrates a biodiversity among the highest in the 
world” (Hamann and Ankersen, 1996). The vast extent of forest cover and the multitude of lakes, lagoons 
and marshes, such as Laguna del Tigre, in Guatemala and Centla in Mexico, recognized worldwide for 
their rich biodiversity (Cabrera and Cuc, 2002) ensure the concentration of many animal and plant species. 
In addition to its biodiversity, the basin of the Usumacinta is also the place of many natural resources 
such as wood, xate, chicle, gas, minerals or oil (March and Fernandez, 1998). The Usumacinta water 
basin represents 30% of total freshwater reserves in Mexico, for instance (Hamann and Ankersen, 1996).  
Due to its location in the periphery for both Mexico and Guatemala (Kauffer, 2008), the basin of the 
Usumacinta has been long preserved from human activities. However, significant ecological, social, 
economic and political changes are occurring in the last several decades. For example, oil extraction, 
commenced just over twenty years ago, corroborated by the oil facilities in the Tabasco, Campeche and 
Peten regions, deeply threatens the ecological balance of the watershed (Cabrera and Cuc, 2002). 
Deforestation, both in its exploration (e.g. the construction of roads) and its operations (including seismic 
technologies) as well as water, soil and air contamination remain with environmental importance (Cabrera, 
2006). The impact of slash and burn agriculture and other agricultural and forestry activities practiced by 
local people and the demographic growth also weigh a heavy price for the deterioration of the watershed. 
Birth rates and the population growth rate are among the highest in Latin America and worsen the 
problem of landlessness, which prevails in Guatemala and Mexico. Moreover, smuggling of timber, drug 
trafficking and illegal migration make it difficult to control the area, and thus the protection of the 
environment (Cabrera, 2006). The construction of several hydroelectric dams in Guatemala and the 
projects associated to this issue, as well as migrations, population growth and density are some other main 
factors that endanger the ecosystem of the entire watershed (Hamann and Ankersen, 1996). These 
dynamics are added to a context of political crisis and socio-economic conflicts. 
Given the wealth of their natural resources, the basin of the Usumacinta is facing a growing number of 
geostrategic interests at different scales (March and Fernandez, 1998). Various groups of peasants 
dispossessed of land, indigenous communities, large companies for exploration and exploitation of 
hydrocarbons, hydropower, tourism, timber, medicinal plants and d other plant species formulate 
demands (Cabrera, 2006). Paradoxically, the Usumacinta river basin offers many potentialities for 
development whereas the local inhabitants are among the poorest in Central America (Ankersen and 
Hamann, 1996). Hundreds of thousands of people, especially the indigenous Mayan communities, still 
live in conditions of high marginality and poverty despite the strong potential for development offered by 
the basin of the Usumacinta. The local populations are on the margins of development processes and their 
existence is deeply undermined by environmental degradation. Therefore, the growing pressure on natural 
resources and the divergent interests between the actors inevitably generate conflict (Cabrera, 2006).  
This article explores the social perceptions of local people vis-à-vis the environmental changes and 
their expectations for local development. In a context where environmental policies are not sufficient to 
curb environmental degradation, it is necessary to provide some thoughts on redefining the concept of 
sustainable development from the point of view of the inhabitants. 
2. Methodology 
Many approaches have been conceptualized in political ecology. Zimmerer and Bassett have realized a 
dominant findingin understanding the relationship between society and nature from a geographical 
perspective. Analysis of the interactions between society and the environment requires to be conducted at 
different scales and in an interdisciplinary way. The methodology of this study embraces this approach 
and is based on 1) a survey, 2) individual semi-structured interviews, 3) focus groups, 4) field observation 
and 5) a literature review.  
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To better understand the perceptions of local populations in relation to environmental changes, the 
communities living near protected natural areas form the potential sample population. The largest and 
most resourceful reserves are located in the middle region of the Usumacinta watershed where the Maya 
Biosphere Reserve in Guatemala and the Montes Azules in Mexico converge. The territory of this study is 
therefore limited to this area. The natural resources within the middle part of the Usumacinta river basin 
offer significant opportunities for development, despite the fact that their exploitation do not benefit to 
local populations. An ethnographic investigation using mixed methods was completed in 12 communities 
residing in this area. 
3. Findings 
The analysis of the qualitative and quantitative data collected in the field reveals key information to 
design the local realities and to understand why today’s environmental policies fail to halt the degradation 
of ecosystems. The results focus on two central themes, namely the perception of environmental changes 
and expectations of local development in the transboundary basin of the Usumacinta.  
First, the results show that local people are concerned about the overall environmental situation in the 
basin of the Usumacinta. 29% of the respondents believe that deforestation is the biggest danger in the 
world today. Pollution, poverty, disease and war are the responses most often quoted with 20%, 20%, 
17% and 7% respectively. According to respondents, logging, deforestation and forest fires are 
considered the three greatest threats to the basin of the Usumacinta. It is important to note here that the 
three major threats, and the greatest danger cited by respondents includes an environmental aspect. These 
fast processes undoubtedly cause major environmental change, whose main victims are primarily among 
people who live and are dependent on their natural environment. Even though no scientific study on 
deforestation and its impacts across the basin of the Usumacinta has been effectuated, the profound 
changes caused by human activities, including deforestation, farming, forest fires are perceived by people 
as threats to the sustainability of their living environment. The loss of forest due to fires and deforestation 
is thus estimated at 571 093 hectares per year, merely considering the basin of the Usumacinta (Cabrera, 
2006). This degradation is not new since some scientists have already mentioned the disappearance of the 
Green Paradise in the early 1980s (Toledo, Núñez and Ferreira, 1983). In reason of the decreasing forest 
cover and change of land uses, the basin of the Usumacinta known in recent years many changes in 
climatic, hydrological and ecological terms. Testimonies of people refer to some significant ecological 
changes within the Usumacinta river basin. Overall, 61% of respondents agree that environmental 
degradation affects their daily lives. Most of these respondents are people living from agriculture. Indeed, 
in the context of the transboundary basin of the Usumacinta, subsistence farming is the main economic 
activity. Other primary industries such as fishing, forestry and monocultures are an important economic 
activity in the basin. In fact, local people are both dependent on natural resources and vulnerable to 
environmental changes. Natural hazards and/or environmental changes cause the destruction of crops on a 
most recurrent basis. Consequently, an increasing number of farmers are turning to the manufacturing or 
tertiary sector. Lamentably, lack of employment and alternatives in primary sector activities in addition to 
inadequate government assistance and development programs are widespread. 
Secondly, the results of our study highlight the reasons for the rapid and continuing deterioration of 
ecosystems of the basin of the Usumacinta. An official of the National Commission of Natural Protected 
Areas of Mexico (CONANP) recognizes that “environmental degradation is not linked to poverty, but the 
government policies since the 1970s”. Given the high biodiversity of this area, the creation of protected 
areas has been the main solution to these last decades by international agencies and national governments 
to fight against the increasing degradation of the environment caused by human activities (Rodary, 2003). 
Environmental policies have resulted mainly from an exclusionary logic, since people living within these 
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protected areas have been neither informed nor consulted. Although governments have recently 
undertaken institutional reforms, aimed at encouraging public participation, these people remain excluded 
from any decision-making and representation in all bodies of natural resource management. However, 
environmental policies are not the sole reason for the degradation of the environment. Local people put 
forward the idea that poverty is the cause of deforestation. “We, the poor, destroy the forest because we 
have nothing other than land to survive,” said a farmer. Even if local people overwhelmingly want to 
protect nature, lack of employment, low income, vulnerability to natural hazards, the economic 
dependence on subsistence agriculture determine the living conditions of extremely poor people in rural 
areas. Consequently, these populations have no alternative but to turn to the exploitation of resources 
around them, including timber, to meet their needs. Nevertheless, these differing views reflect the 
complexity of deforestation and involve consideration of these dynamics in a broader spectrum. 
Third and finally, the results show that expectations of local people in local development are multiple 
and show a willingness to redefine policies and approaches that have hitherto prevailed in the basin of the 
Usumacinta. For 40.5% of respondents, agriculture is the main potential for development of the basin of 
the Usumacinta. Tourism is second with 26.5% of respondents. Whichever the industry, the government 
invests little in local development projects, but as one farmer said, “if the government does not develop 
projects for communities simply because it has no financial means, it is not a lack of interest”. Local 
people are more surprised that countries give foreign aid of several million euros to the Mexican and 
Guatemalan governments to conserve nature, but that communities have never received a single euro. The 
peasants believe that international aid is captured by the NGOs and only serve their interests. Almost 
unanimously, farmers find that “the rich are those who hold power. Those who make money are the 
NGOs because they absorb international aid to fund their offices, their staff and their cars.” A farmer 
laments, “the Maya forest is no longer a green paradise because nature has simply disappeared”. 
“Henceforth, it is a paradise only for many NGOs, who absorb the government and international aid on 
the pretext of preserving the natural resources”. Another farmer believes that the lack of NGO support to 
communities is due to the fact that these “organizations have very specific and defined plans according to 
political interests rather than social”. Moreover, NGOs like the other actors in the conservation of nature, 
“use of terms that people can not grasp the content and meaning”. Although there are a myriad of 
conservation organizations, the same finding emerged regardless of the community met or the 
interviewees. Local people will receive help and support from NGOs and governments in rare occasions 
and for very specific reasons. Therefore, the lack of economic benefits, the expanding environmental 
deterioration and the lack of means of communication and access to markets result, both in Mexico and 
Guatemala’s communities, a feeling of dereliction and seclusion, already exacerbated by the geographic 
isolation.  
In this context, some farmers exclaim that real people who protect nature are local communities 
themselves. Since neither policy nor financial or technical assistance benefits local communities, the 
efforts of each peasant, villager, farmer or rancher is considered the only real action to protect the 
environment. Respondents insist that such efforts are made by their own will, with few resources 
available to communities. They even explain the reason for these actions have become much more 
universal than local, as evidenced by the discussion of a farmer: “we must protect nature not only for us 
but for the whole planet”. If it is questionable to say that communities are really only practical to protect 
the environment, there is no doubt they are the main victims of environmental degradation. 45.8% of 
respondents believe that the main victims of environmental degradation are the farmers, before "all" and 
ranchers with respectively 41.5% and 17.5% of all respondents. Moreover, local communities recognize 
that they contribute in large measure to the deterioration of the environment. Nearly 40% of respondents, 
in fact, believe that those responsible for environmental degradation of the Usumacinta basin are the 
farmers themselves. 21% of the respondents blame the government, while 14% and about 10% of them 
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accuse respectively farmers and multinational companies. The government, even though 21% of 
respondents consider it responsible for environmental degradation, is the actor, which 29.7% of 
respondents most trust to manage natural resources. In subsequent positions, farmers (20.8%), 
international agencies (18.4%), universities (15%) and NGOs (12.7%) are the bodies which respondents 
are most confident with. Similarly, 30% of respondents believe that government is the most responsible 
actor for managing natural resources and fight against the degradation of this watershed. On the other 
hand, farmers, even if they have a favorable opinion in terms of confidence, are considered as competent 
by only 12.3% of respondents. In this regard, we note that respondents refer more to an outsider, whether 
at national and/or international level, rather than the community itself. 75.8% of the respondents would 
name an actor out of the community to manage the natural resources. More specifically, government, 
international organizations, NGOs and universities are the most skilled players, with respectively 30%, 
22.7%, 12.6%, 10.5% of respondents. Besides, skills in this area of intervention are outside the 
community: 15.2% of respondents considering farmers, indigenous people and ladinos as competent 
actors, with respectively 12.3%, 2.5%, and 0.4%. 
4. Discussion 
After presenting the perceptions and expectations of communities for local development and 
environmental protection, this article proposes a better understanding about the requirements for the 
establishment of a dynamic local sustainable development at the scale of a watershed. Some communities 
in the watershed of the Usumacinta perceive environmental protection as a useful strategy both to defend 
their rights and to adopt new environmental practices. Despite the strong potential for development, 
demographic trends, political instability, socioeconomic conditions and lack of capacity of governments, 
all draw a rather worrying panorama as regards to the sustainability of the basin of the Usumacinta. 
Concerned by this trend and abandoned development projects, communities have chosen to organize and 
implement activities to overcome the problems of health, nutrition, sanitation and education they face 
daily.  
The “Alianzabinacional de la cuenca media del Usumacinta”, for example, aims at bringing an 
alternative to traditional approaches of conservation and development as it has built projects in recent 
years. Despite economic and technical limitations, it has managed to collect hundreds of communities and 
to propose alternatives for the benefit of people and the ecological balance of the Usumacinta basin. 
However, the binational alliance of the Usumacinta watershed cannot solve the environmental problems 
of this region alone. It embodies much of the acknowledged idea that the use and management of natural 
resources is a complex issue that can not be reduced to a systematic implementation of conservation 
projects and development of one area to another. This alliance demonstrates the importance of integrating 
local communities in formulating and implementing policies and the need to take into account the 
particular geographical, social, economic, political or cultural contexts inherent locally. The success of 
projects undertaken by the alliance calls to reconsider the traditional approaches of conservation and 
development programs because they can no longer meet current and future challenges.  
Today, natural resources are exposed to increasingly numerous interests and demands, which 
sometimes generate conflicts. Since the institutional reforms do not allow for real public involvement, 
communities in the Usumacinta basin involve in the environmental management to bring an efficient 
socioeconomic development based on their needs and expectations as well as a sustainable use of the 
natural resources.  In the end, the mobilization of communities appears to be a real alternative to the “top-
down” injunctions, which often focus on the economic and political at the expense of the ecological 
balance and the needs of local populations. Henceforth, it is necessary to deepen the reflection on the 
concept of sustainable development and promote approaches integrating more disciplines and dimensions. 
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